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Discussion:  
 
The mission of the La Plata Economic Development Alliance is to help create jobs 
through the retention, expansion, and attraction of quality businesses.  The Alliance 
believes that working with existing businesses is the cornerstone of successful 
Economic Development.  Knowing your local businesses helps you better understand 
your local economy, market your region, and address deficiencies that help prevent 
companies from succeeding. 
 
The Business Outreach initiative launched this summer was a proactive effort by the 
Alliance to reach out to businesses, build awareness of support services available for 
local firms, and identify both the strengths and weaknesses in the local economy to 
better help all firms succeed.  The initial Outreach visits were directed by the 
Business Retention Committee, and conducted by over 20 volunteers and the director 
of the Economic Development Alliance during the summer of 2012. 
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For the initial Outreach Campaign, emphasis was given to larger primary employers in 
the county in order to obtain the greatest impact in the shortest amount of time.  
 
With the aid of Reference USA, the Business Retention and Expansion (BRE) 
Committee determined that our local businesses generally fall into 14 industry 
categories. Those 14 industries are: agriculture, natural resources, utilities, 
construction, manufacturing, engineering, business services, technology, health care, 
retail, banking, education, tourism, and transportation. 
 
For the initial 2012 surveys, we wanted to capture a minimum of two surveys per 
industry category. The Committee also sought businesses to interview from 
throughout the County. Additional consideration was given to companies that 
conduct business locally versus primary employers; that is, those organizations that 
derive the majority of their sales from outside our local markets.  
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We developed a customized survey based off of a number of existing templates, such 
as the E-Synchronist template commonly used throughout the country. The questions 
were thoroughly vetted by the BRE Committee. As noted, in addition to BRE 
Committee members we recruited approximately 20 volunteers from the public and 
private sectors to help us conduct the surveys. A two hour training workshop that  
included a role play exercise was conducted for all survey volunteers.  
 
Based on our research criteria and filters, we identified approximately 100 businesses 
from a universe of over 5,000 companies to be the initial participants of our outreach 
program. We then separated the list of initial participants into two phases or waves.  
We did this so that we could regroup after the half of the interviews, compare notes 
and learning’s, and make any necessary adjustments before we continued with the 
interviews.  
 
A total of 58 companies were surveyed over a five month period of time. At least two 
people from the Alliance attended each meeting. 
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The survey contained six sections. Each section had its own list of questions. Several 
of the questions were weighted on a scale of one to five, five being the highest. The 
surveys took about one hour per business to complete.  
 
Survey Categories 
1. Business Model – Questions in this section included the nature of the business; 

business vision; competitive differentiators; length of time the company has been 
in existence and the number of full time employees.   

2. Growth – Questions in this section included general business climate, as well as 
the company’s desire and ability to grow.  

3. Markets – This section focused on the company’s target market; geographically 
where the company conducts business and whether it has plans to change any of 
its market strategy. 

4. Workforce – There were multiple questions pertaining to attracting and retaining 
workforce. Some of these questions were scored based on the scale mentioned 
above. Discussions areas included Workforce Availability, Workforce Quality and 
Workforce Stability. 

5. Technology – Questions in this section related to how dependent the company is 
on technology as well as how tech savvy the company sees itself. 

6. Community / General – The final section was more open ended with the objective 
to solicit the opinion of the respondent regarding how “business friendly” LPC is 
in their experience.  
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As mentioned, the Alliance interviewed 58 businesses across 14 industries.  These 
interviews included private and non-profit organizations, as well as some key public-
sector employers. 
 
The typical company was about 18 years old, and had around 16  full time employees.  
We believe the average company in La Plata County has fewer full time employees 
than this.  Subsequent Outreach visits will likely be focused on smaller firms. 
 
Almost three-quarters of companies wanted to grow, but only slightly more than half 
actually were growing.  For the purpose of this survey, we defined “growth” as the 
increase of revenues or profits.  Growth may or may not involve hiring additional 
employees. 

7 

La Plata Economic Development Alliance                                                        2012 Business Outreach Report 

Pioneer Spirit.  Business Smart. 



In some industries, we only interviewed one or two companies.  For this reason, we 
thought it best to aggregate the 14 industries into larger “buckets”.  This increased 
the chances that our survey results would be reflective of averages for those 
categories, and not outliers. 
 
The industries were classified as follows: 
 
Ag & Natural Resources: Agriculture, Natural Resources 
Goods Production: Utilities, Construction, Manufacturing 
Professional Services: Engineering, Business Services, Technology, Health Care 
Local Services & Tourism: Retail, Banking, Education, Tourism, Transportation 
 
Each of these larger categories aggregate businesses similarly to the Bureau of Labor 
Statistics.  The categorizations represent industries with similar features that allow 
them to be bucketed together.  Each category had no fewer than 9 businesses 
interviewed.   
 
As we continue to interview companies in 2013, we will be able to report results at 
more finite levels for each industry. 
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While the interviews were fairly even across categories, employment was not.  This 
was caused by our intentional focus on primary employers, and on our focus of larger, 
key employers in the County.  For example, one key employer had almost 900 full 
time employees, and was listed as a “Professional Service.”  This firm accounted for 
almost half the employment in the Professional Services category and helped skew 
the employment numbers up for this category. 
 
Many Agricultural and some Manufacturing interests that we surveyed had few 
employees.  In fact, most agricultural companies were family-run businesses with no 
more than 2 or 3 employees.  It will be difficult to sample a large number of 
employees inside agriculture without meeting with dozens of farmers and ranchers 
throughout the County. 
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The following section will be divided into these five segments.  We will provide an 
overview of the markets served.  We will then look at job growth, and differentiate 
that from business growth more generally.  Finally, we will conclude with a discussion 
of regional strengths, and regional challenges. 
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Almost half of the 58 businesses we met with primarily served La Plata County.  This 
means that while these firms might have some sales from elsewhere, most of their 
sales occurred to customers within the County.  Another quarter of the businesses 
primarily served the Four Corners or other regional markets, such as Western 
Colorado or New Mexico. 
 
About 30% of the businesses we interviewed primarily served national or 
international markets.  These are the core primary employers that the Alliance 
defines as “businesses that sell their products or services outside of the region, 
thereby bringing new money into the County.”  
 
It should be noted that some businesses that serve regional markets- such as the 
Four Corners or Western Colorado- are also primary businesses by that definition as 
well. 
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We asked businesses whether they had added employees or lost employees over the 
last several years.  When prompted, we noted “last several years” was in reference to 
the start of the recession, 2007. 
 
Of the businesses surveyed, 35% added jobs and 31% lost jobs over that period.  The 
remainder of the companies neither gained nor lost employment during that time. 
 
We found that many companies who had to reduce employees did so through 
attrition.  When an employee left the firm, they simply did not fill the vacant position.  
Companies seem to prefer this approach if possible to having to involuntarily remove 
an employee.  This suggests that layoffs are likely a lagging indicator of reduced 
growth at many companies. 
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We looked at where jobs were added and lost by geographic area.  Unfortunately we 
did not interview as many firms outside of Durango as we hoped.  Therefore it was 
difficult to categorize job gains and losses outside of Durango by specific area. 
 
The one exception to this was Bayfield.  We met with four employers there, two of 
whom were rather large employers.  Of the firms we met with, three of them 
reported losing employees and one reported no change in employment over the last 
several years.   
 
Durango outperformed the rest of the County in terms of job  gains.  Businesses 
located outside of Durango and Bayfield appeared a little more stable than the 
County as a whole.  That means that these businesses were more likely to neither 
add nor lose employees since the start of the recession. 
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By industry, professional services outperformed the total County in terms of firms 
adding jobs.  This was driven by business services and health care.   
 
Goods production was about on pace with County for adding jobs.  This occurred 
because manufacturing outperformed the County for job gains, but construction 
outperformed the County for job losses.  Thus these two industries negated one 
another. Other industries that reported generally positive job gains included health 
care, business services and natural resource companies.  It should be noted that we 
did not interview any firms that primarily serve the local gas fields.  If we had, this 
could have changed the job gains that we saw in natural resources. 
 
Agriculture and Local Services/Tourism underperformed in terms of companies 
adding jobs, and many local services lost jobs over the last several years. 
 
Job gains and losses by industry probably account for the geographic performance. 
Larger Bayfield businesses tend to be oriented toward construction and local gas 
service, which could explain why we generally saw job losses there.  On the other 
hand, a lot of businesses in Durango are business services, health care, and other 
industries that tended to see job gains.  This could explain why Durango 
outperformed the County in general for job gains over the last several years. 
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We distinguish “business growth” from “job growth” by classifying “business growth” 
as increasing revenues or profits.  Firms that are increasing- or decreasing- in 
revenues may not be changing employment for a variety of reasons. 
 
A little over half of all companies reported business growth over the last several 
years.  When we looked across industries, we found that agriculture, construction, 
banking, tourism, and retail were underperforming in growth compared to the other 
nine industries.  Natural resource companies were holding steady. 
 
Other strong sectors included manufacturing and business services.  Many of the 
companies that grew in these categories had niche markets either nationally or 
internationally.   
 
An example of niche markets can show how some of these companies prospered in 
the recession.  One company noted that the recession had helped them.  Why?  This 
company provided a product that people use in their free time at home.  As people 
cut back on vacations during the recession, they opted for more home 
entertainment, which including this company’s products.  Thus this firm has benefited 
from the recession. 
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Growth is only one component of why companies hire.  Other conditions are needed 
to ensure that jobs are created at a growing company. 
 
Some companies that were growing noted they did not have enough revenues to hire 
yet.  Two small start-ups- one of whom was reporting 100% annual growth- noted 
that “we need to pay ourselves first.” Other companies noted that they had lost 
revenue at the start of the recession and were now gaining it back.  However, they 
needed to get their current employees fully utilized before hiring.   
 
Several companies noted “uncertainty” as a reason they were not hiring.  They 
weren’t sure if the economic growth they were seeing was permanent or temporary.  
Just like many companies were reluctant to lay people off, these companies didn’t 
want to hire someone if  they might need to fire them in a year. 
 
Finally, some companies reported that they simply did not have enough space locally 
to hire anyone else.  One company mentioned that they did not have enough space at 
their office to put even a secretary.  Other companies, particularly tech companies, 
report that they are hiring employees wherever the employee wants to live, instead 
of finding local talent or bringing new recruits here. 
 
We refer to the need to pay yourself first, find space, and hire quality talent locally as 
capacity issues that affect a copmany’s ability to hire. 
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In the first round of interviews we conducted, we asked some- but not all- companies 
“what would help you add employees”.  In the second round of interviews we asked 
this of all interviewees.  In total, we received responses to this question from 39 of 
the 58 companies we interviewed.  
 
Most companies cited a stronger economy, either locally or nationally, as the chief 
obstacle to hiring new employees.  Related to that is the response of “reaching 
employee capacity”.  This response means getting current employees fully utilized 
before hiring others.  
 
Space, talent, and regulatory certainty received several responses each.  While 
permitting was not cited, it is clearly related to having physical space to add new 
employees- if you can’t build a new facility or expand an existing one, you can’t add 
space.  In terms of regulatory certainty, most responses were related to federal, not 
local, laws.  Specifically, some firms expressed reluctance to hire until more was 
known about the final structure of new health care and banking laws. 
 
“New business offerings” and “marketing” refer to developing new product lines, and 
finding more customers for existing business.  Several small businesses noted that 
they had survived and even thrived by word of mouth, and believed that being 
proactive at reaching new customers- marketing- would help them grow their 
business and add jobs. 
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We also asked each company about how “business friendly” La Plata County was on a 
scale of 1-5.  A score of 1 meant “not business friendly” whereas a score of 5 meant 
“very business friendly.”  When prompted, we noted to respondents that we were 
referring to the general environment for doing business, not a specific governing body 
or even other firms.  Respondents did offer opinions on various institutions in La Plata 
County, but this was as a result of their interpretation of the question. 
 
Overall, La Plata County received a 3.3 out of 5 for business friendliness.  Since 3 is 
average, this means that the firms we interviewed found La Plata County to be 
slightly above average in terms of business friendliness. 
 
One key finding is the relationship between a business’ ability to grow and their 
perception of La Plata County being business friendly.  Companies that wanted to 
grow and were growing gave the County a 3.6 for business friendliness.  In contrast, 
companies that wanted to grow, but were not growing (about 14 companies in the 
total interview set), were the least happy with the local business environment, giving 
La Plata County a 2.3 out of 5. 
 
This finding leads us to believe that a stronger local economy is a key feature- but not 
the only feature- for whether businesses think this is a friendly place to work or not. 
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Finally, we asked respondents what most helped their business here in La Plata 
County, and what most hurt their business here.  The “regional strengths” reflect the 
top responses to what most helped them here. 
 
Quality of Life was the top regional strength.  Several businesses said the exact same 
thing: “our employees love living here.”  Another important finding was what we refer 
to as the “Local purchase culture”.  Many companies reported that people wanted to 
buy their product or use their service because they were local, and that locally-owned 
stores were willing and able to market their products because they were local.  
Without this culture, many businesses we know and love wouldn’t have been able to 
start and grow here. 
 
The Business Support services were also recognized as a regional strengths, as were 
our 2 year and 4 year colleges, Southwest Colorado Community College and Fort 
Lewis College.   
 
Finally, permitting was rated as good here by several firms.  One national company 
reported having a great experience with the City, while another company said that 
“compared to other resort communities, permitting is great here.”  A third company 
praised the local purchase policy recently instituted by CDOT as being a great help to 
their business. 
 

20 

La Plata Economic Development Alliance                                                        2012 Business Outreach Report 

Pioneer Spirit.  Business Smart. 



While some companies rated permitting good, by and large permitting was 
considered the greatest challenge to doing business in the County.  This was followed 
closely by the cost of living, which in general meant specifically the high housing costs 
here.  There were also several factors related to workforce.  Workforce concerns 
included finding specialized talent, the work ethic, and finding workers for low wage 
positions. 
 
Surprisingly, the airport was considered a greater challenge than an asset.  There 
have been a number of positive improvements at the airport in recent years, so we 
expected more businesses to rate it as a regional strength.  That was not the case in 
this round of interviews. 
 
Space was also listed as a challenge, as was the cost to build. 
 
A more detailed discussion of each of these factors follows. 
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Some permitting concerns were different depending on the governing body cited.  
Many companies who spoke about permitting challenges at the County talked about 
the uncertainty of the process or even staff hostility.  At least two companies cited 
projects that did not happen in the County because the developer was too uncertain 
of the outcome to commit.  An example of hostility occurred when a company 
seeking to expand was told by a County employee that they should move because 
“their business doesn’t belong in La Plata County.”  While that employee no longer 
works at the County, the statement and sentiment has not been forgotten.  
 
When speaking of Durango, businesses generally described a feeling of 
“unhelpfulness.”  Companies reported city staff fighting with other agencies or 
project consultants instead of focusing on the project.  Others said that they felt the 
City was good at explaining rules, but not helping a project through the process. 
 
With regard to both the City and the County, companies reported getting different 
answers from different departments, leading to confusion over what the governing 
body wanted for approval. 
 
In reference to all agencies, companies spoke of a lack of flexibility.  As an example, 
one company was told by CDOT that a secondary access had to go in a certain 
location, despite the fact that it was crossing a creek.  The company had no problem 
with building a secondary access, just a concern about that particular spot, and found  
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CDOT unwilling to assist in finding a more suitable secondary access point. 
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Cost of living refers primarily to high housing costs, and affects employees across a 
range of categories.  Because of a shortage of affordable housing, it is difficult for 
retail and some tourism businesses to find the certain positions they need to fill 
locally.  One company reported that many of their employees drive in from Pagosa 
Springs or Farmington, and simply can’t make it to work when it snows.  There are 
also cost of living challenges for blue collar and mid-level professional employees, as 
well as employees looking to move here.   
 
On the other hand, higher paying positions such as senior executives and doctors do 
not have problems with the cost of living.  Also, workers who are driven by lifestyle 
find ways to live here.  One company said “you have got to want to be here” to make 
the housing costs work for you.  That company had little problem finding employees 
though, as the type of work they do is a great match for the area and the lifestyle.  
 
Even companies whose work matches the lifestyle here, and find it easy to attract 
employees, stated that they would like to see more homes in a price range that could 
be purchased by their staff.  One company noted that that homeownership leads to 
more long term stability, and were concerned that there were not good 
homeownership options in La Plata County for their key employees. 

24 

La Plata Economic Development Alliance                                                        2012 Business Outreach Report 

Pioneer Spirit.  Business Smart. 



This chart is based on data from the American Community Survey (ACS) that shows 
household income and housing prices in the United States.  These are matched 
roughly for what a household of a certain income could afford in terms of home price.   
 
In the United States, there is a slight housing surplus for almost every income tier.  
The one exception is the middle income households.  However, this might be because 
of the bucketing done by the ACS.  The middle household income tier represents 
households that make up to $100,000 per year.  Households that make near 
$100,000 per year could likely afford some of the homes in the next highest tier. 
 
In general, housing availability is fairly balanced nationally.  Results are similar for 
Colorado, though there is a slightly larger gap for the middle income tier. 
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In contrast, there is a very large gap in housing supply in La Plata County for both the 
second and middle income tier of households.  This represents households that make 
anywhere from $10,000 to $100,000 per year. 
 
Roughly two-thirds of all households in La Plata County make between $10,000 and 
$100,000 per year.  However, only one-third of the for-sale housing in the County is 
affordable for families in that range of income. 
 
To put this in perspective, the average wage of a job in La Plata County is 
approximately $40,000 per year.  The median income of a household is about 
$56,000 per year.  If both a husband and wife were working and making the average 
wage, their household would be earning $80,000 per year.  This is well above the 
median household income in La Plata County.  However, they would still be in the 
middle housing tier and thus would face a housing gap. 
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There were a number of challenges identified with workforce.  One of them was the 
availability of certain skillsets.  This availability affects different industries differently.  
For example, agriculture struggles to find seasonal and low wage employees.  In 
contrast, tourism businesses can generally find workers who want to be here for the 
lifestyle, or can employ college students.  This makes it finding employees a little 
easier for them. 
 
Across all industries, though, companies tend to be happy with employees once they 
find a good match.   Many companies praised the quality of workers that they 
manage to find, and the longevity of employees once they are part of the team.  We 
heard many companies praise the low turnover here in La Plata County.  “People 
want to be here, and this job enables them to do so” said one firm. 
 
One other exception is the natural resource companies we interviewed.  They noted 
that it is difficult to find employees to do long-term field work, and that drug abuse 
and alcoholism is a problem among field employees. 
 
Many companies cited difficulty in recruiting people here.  Companies noted that 
employees will often turn down a job because a spouse cannot find work, or housing 
costs are too high for the employee to bear.  Specialized roles were a challenge, 
particularly for tech and engineering companies, as employees relocating expressed 
concern that there may be no other firms where they could work if they lose their  
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Specialized workforce was cited repeatedly as a challenge.  This list shows the 31 
positions that were specifically identified by companies as being difficult to fill.   
Some of these will likely always be hard to fill, such as machinists- since finding 
machinists is a national challenge- and elevator technicians. 
 
Some others can be filled though through workforce training or making it easier to 
recruit specialists into the region. 
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Similarly, we asked companies which low wage positions were difficult to fill.  This is 
the list of positions identified. 

29 

La Plata Economic Development Alliance                                                        2012 Business Outreach Report 

Pioneer Spirit.  Business Smart. 



Finally, there are many positions that are fairly easy to find in La Plata County.  In 
particular, entry level business employees, administrative and clerical workers, sales, 
engineers related to the construction industry, senior managers and doctors were all 
cited as easy to fill.   
 
Sales is an interesting position, in that many other rural markets have limited sales 
professionals.  Having sales as an easy-to-fill role could help distinguish La Plata 
County from other rural areas as a good place to do business. 
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Since entry level and Fort Lewis grads are some of the easier people to find, is there a 
way to groom these employees into more “difficult to fill” positions? 
 
One possible way to fill “difficult to fill” specialized and mid-level management 
positions might be through “internal development”.  We define this as a program that 
hires people at the entry level with the intentional goal of grooming these hires into 
more senior positions throughout the company. 
 
Nine (9) companies we interviewed- ranging in size from 4 employees up to more 
than 300- have some type of program where they hire staff at entry level and 
promote the most promising employees into more senior positions, or use them- 
where possible- to fill more specialized roles.  Although a small sample, these 
companies generally gave higher scores for the local workforce than companies that 
did not practice internal development.   
 
Clearly not every key position can be filled this way. But disseminating and expanding 
the practice of internal employee development may be an effective way of dealing 
with some (or much) of the specialized/mid-level talent gap in our region, and 
provide expanded opportunities for recent graduates of Fort Lewis and Pueblo 
Community Colleges locally. 
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The Durango-La Plata County Airport is seen as a key to connecting to outside world.  
It is a way to get to clients and other businesses, as well as bring people here.  One 
company we interviewed wants bring key accounts here, another wants to bring sales 
reps, and a third management for retreats and planning meetings.   
 
Companies cited a desire for more destinations from the Airport.  However, we also 
learned that some companies want increased frequency to hub destinations.  One 
sole proprietor noted that “you simply can’t schedule business travel if you only have 
one or two flights a day to an airport.  If there is a delay or a cancellation it can cost 
you the whole trip.”  Another company noted that the reduction in the number of 
flights to Phoenix had forced them to shift all of their travel through Denver.  This 
concerned them as they perceived the weather to be a factor in making connections 
there. 
 
Another way firms connect with the world is through logistics.  In La Plata County, 
companies that send small packages and have low volume are generally happy with 
logistics.  One company noted how much logistics has improved: “In the 1980s, local 
businesses were excited because the first cargo company had announced they would 
serve the market!”  However, companies with larger volume and size are challenged.  
One example of this was provided at the Economic Summit in October. Osprey Packs 
in Cortez noted that they were maxing out the local distribution capacity, which 
presents a challenge as their sales continue to grow.   
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If we contemplate additional destinations, we could ask if there are “missing 
markets” for Durango: places where our passenger volume would increase if we had 
direct service.   
 
Early this year, the Alliance looked at destinations for travelers from the three major 
Western Slope airports: Durango, Grand Junction, and Montrose.  Interestingly, each 
airport showed different patterns for where passengers were traveling.  Almost one-
third of Durango passengers were traveling to the Intermountain West, specifically 
Denver.  However, the largest destination for Grand Junction was the West Coast, and 
for Montrose it was the Northeast. 
 
What drives these patterns?  One possibility is direct flights.  At the time of this 
analysis, Grand Junction had direct service to Las Vegas and Los Angeles, and 
Montrose has seasonal direct service to Newark, Chicago, and Atlanta.  Whereas one 
in every five passengers flew from Grand Junction to the West Coast (20%), only one 
in every six passengers did from Durango (14%).  The discrepancy was even greater 
going to the East Coast: just over 7% of all passengers from Durango flew to the East 
Coast, whereas 20% of passengers from Montrose did. 
 
These numbers suggest that Durango and La Plata County might be able to benefit 
from more direct, non-regional flights. 
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“Technology is the only thing that makes it possible for us to be here” said one large 
employer with national operations. 
 
Trends in the nature of organizations and requirements for efficiency are going to 
make cutting edge technology perhaps the most important factor in keeping La Plata 
County competitive and with a high quality of life over the next 10-20 years. 
 
La Plata County is seeing more remote workers.  This includes people who work for a 
large corporation like Microsoft and live here, as well as companies here who hire 
people elsewhere.  We are also seeing a large and rapid shift by companies to cloud 
technology.  Cloud technology requires high speed and reliable access to remote data 
serves.  There are also high bandwidth needs in health care, being driven by the 
digitization of records and, ultimately, the need to provide medical services remotely.  
All of these trends could stress current capacity if sufficient investment in technology 
infrastructure is not maintained.   
 
There is a general satisfaction with companies that provide technology assistance 
here. Firms that are part of national brands generally have sophisticated back office IT 
outside of the region.  Many others have been able to establish relationships with an 
individual or local company who provides great support.  One company reported 
having two proprietary pieces of software developed locally for them. 
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The need for space for companies to grow is well-known.  Much of the existing space 
if low quality.  Companies find ways of “making it work” until something better is 
available. 
 
Clearly developing a new, quality business park or two is an important component to 
fixing our space needs.  But there is a second aspect to the demand for space, which 
is the costs and market conditions. 
 
Right now, much of the rental space that is available for industrial use is older and has 
very low rent rates.  This makes it a challenge to be able to build new space that is 
attractive to potential tenants, particularly with land costs as high as they are.  
Additionally, finance is much harder to obtain than it was previously.  Lenders are 
uncertain of appreciation in commercial property value and demanding larger equity 
contributions.  They are also skeptical of financing space that is not already pre-
leased.  Two deals that the Alliance is assisting with require 100% pre-leasing before 
financing is approved. 
 
Until markets start financing the construction of “spec space” that is competitively 
priced for lessors, building new business parks will only solve a portion of the 
challenge we are facing for space needs. 
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As we mentioned, one of the goals of Business Outreach is to build awareness of the 
Alliance and the other business services here.   At the same time, by getting to know 
companies and the challenges they faced, the visits provided an opportunity to learn 
about some immediate needs that we and our community partners could address. 
 
We refer to these as “quick wins.”   The Alliance and our community partners are 
already working or have completed seven “quick wins” as a result of these Outreach 
visits.  These are challenges we would have never known about without conducting 
these visits. 
 
One example of a quick win was helping a larger local employer connect with Pueblo 
Community College for customized workforce training.  The company had struggled 
to get training for years but is now proceeding with PCC to get a program ready for 
15-20 employees in the spring. 
 
We also helped two companies become aware of Enterprise Zone (EZ) tax credits, 
located a potential site for a company that wants to expand in La Plata County, helped 
a sole proprietor expand their marketing with the Durango Chamber, worked with a 
tech company to identify workforce training programs, and located a patent attorney 
for a firm.  None of these would have occurred without the Outreach visits. 
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As previously noted, the mission of the La Plata Economic Development Alliance is to 
help create jobs through the retention, expansion, and attraction of quality 
businesses.  But to help create jobs, there have to be several conditions that come 
together. 
 
First, revenues at the firm have to be increasing.  Second, increasing revenues have to 
be contributing to the profitability of the company.  Underlying these two factors has 
to be confidence that the economic conditions will continue to be good for the 
company for the foreseeable future. 
 
Finally, the company has to have the capacity to add employees.  Companies have to 
be fully utilizing their existing staff (or paying themselves if they are entrepreneurs).  
Companies have to be able to find the talent they need locally, or recruit the talent to 
the region, to add jobs in La Plata County.  And companies have to have the space to 
put new employees, either in their existing facility or a new one. 
 
When these conditions are in place- revenues, profitability, and capacity- within a 
positive economic environment, then companies can add jobs in La Plata County. 
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We next have to look at our ability to affect barriers and challenges.  Barriers are the 
issues identified when we asked “what would help you add employees”.  Challenges, 
in contrast, were those issues companies cited as making it hard to do business in La 
Plata County. 
 
Two issues that were identified as barriers- Economic Growth and Federal Regulatory 
Certainty- cannot be impacted by local community partners. 
 
Of those issues our community can impact, the ones that were identified as both a 
barrier to growth and as a regional challenge to doing business should be addressed 
first, as these will help with immediate and more long term concerns.  There were 
two issues that met this criteria: workforce and space.  
 
One issue was only cited as a barrier- training and new business offerings.  Our 
regional business support (SBDC, Region 9, the Alliance and Chambers) was identified 
as a strength, and these organizations can respond to training requests quickly. 
 
Four issues were regional challenges but not a barrier to growth- permitting, 
technology, the airport, and cost of living.  Permitting is closely tied to space, so we 
consider this together with space in the recommendations that follow.  Technology 
and the Airport are somewhat harder to impact.  Finally, Cost of Living is a very 
difficult challenge and it is uncertain how much the Alliance or our community  

41 

La Plata Economic Development Alliance                                                        2012 Business Outreach Report 

Pioneer Spirit.  Business Smart. 



partners can impact it. 
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The framework for recommendations are thus centered around these considerations.  
First, we need to make sure that any recommendations help increase revenues, 
maintain or increase profitability, or help with a company’s capacity to grow.  The 
color coding will be reflected in the recommendations. 
 
Then, we need to ensure that either the Alliance or our local community partners can 
influence the barrier or challenge identified by companies in the outreach visits. 
 
Finally, the recommendations should help either companies that want to grow but 
cannot, or help strengthen the business environment for those companies that are 
already growing.  Inter-related businesses that are thriving in a region are referred to 
as “clusters.” Best practices in economic development suggest that supporting a 
regional cluster is one of the most effective things a region can do to help create jobs. 
 
If the recommendations fall outside of this framework, they should not be pursued. 
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We also want to emphasize that the recommendations that follow are a starting 
point, and not an end point, for discussion.  The success of improving the business 
environment is contingent on the active and willing collaborative engagement of the 
Alliance and its community partners- the County, the City, the Towns, the Colleges, 
the Airport, and the Business Service Organizations.  Our community partners may 
have additional, better ideas that should be pursued instead of some of the 
recommendations that follow.  We want to encourage a dialogue and then follow-
through, which means having commitment and support from all parties. 
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Workers come from two sources: the education system, and outside the region.  
Therefore, improving the workforce must center on enhancing one or both of these 
factors. 
 
The colleges here are already engaging our businesses.  The question we would pose 
is whether there are ways to increase that engagement.  We believe there is, and 
would like to work with both schools to help find ways to better improve 
collaboration to help train the future workforce. 
 
Several businesses also noted that there were basic skills missing here, such as 
communication skills, customer service, and even basic computer skills like using 
Outlook and Excel.  Connecting businesses to these programs where they exist, or 
creating these programs if they don’t exist, is another opportunity. 
 
Internships provide valuable opportunities for students to learn basic job skills, as 
well as introduce local businesses and potential future employees to each other.  The 
Alliance is working with STEM- Science, Technology, Engineering, and Math- 
internships for high school students, and is engaging Fort Lewis in developing more 
internship opportunities there.  We will later expand these efforts to include high 
school students more generally and the Community College. 
 
The Alliance is also introducing a “trailing spouse” program in 2013 to its members,  
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and is helping to develop marketing material for the region.  Each is designed to make 
it easier to attract talent from outside the region when needed. 

La Plata Economic Development Alliance                                               
2012 Business Outreach Report 

Pioneer Spirit.  Business Smart. 44 



As noted, physical space involves both providing new locations for doing business, 
and making sure that companies can afford to build. 
 
From the public side, planning for new space is already underway, particularly along 
La Posta Road and at the Airport Business Park.  Both Bayfield and Ignacio are 
considering additional business space as well.  The Alliance will work with Bayfield 
and Ignacio, as well as La Posta Road and the Airport as needed, in 2013 to help move 
these projects forward. 
 
One thing that is important is making sure new business parks are well planned.  This 
means wide roads for truck traffic, high speed internet access, good wireless service, 
loading docks on buildings and flexible space for different uses, and three phase 
power, among other things. 
 
The Alliance will also respond to concerns about costs by publishing what programs 
are available on our website to make building possible, such as collateral support, 
equity-like loans, block grants, and others.  The Alliance will also use a block grant in 
2013 to help defray certain infrastructure costs on select projects.  Finally, we will find 
ways to lower costs of new business parks by seeking grants or other sources to 
reduce construction costs. 
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Permitting is closely related to space.  As we noted, not everyone thought permitting 
was a challenge here.  Additionally, the City, the County, and the Towns are already 
taking steps to making permitting easier.  We believe that one thing they could do is 
simply start letting people know in more detail what they are doing, and touting 
success stories more publicly. 
 
Based on the comments from businesses, there are two key process improvements 
that could help with permitting.  The first is having pre-planning meetings that involve 
all local departments and agencies that will participate in the approval process.  The 
long term goal should be, as one  business put it, being able to leave the meeting 
with “clear, concise, and written” details on how to get a project approved.  The 
second improvement would be to have someone serve as a “ombudsman” to make 
sure that responses across departments within the City, County, or Town are 
consistent, and to help the applicant with direction and guidance for completing the 
permitting process successfully. 
  
(continued) 
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Many companies expressed skepticism that local purchase preference policies were 
effective.  Part of the reason for this is that there has been a large increase in 
competition from outside the region, and local firms believe these non-regional 
companies are winning  an increasing number of local projects.  The Alliance 
recommends that each governing body review its local purchase preference policy 
and, if possible, enhance it.  The policies may already reflect best practices, so we are 
not recommending changing them, but rather reviewing them to ensure they are 
strong and effective. 
 
A couple of items came up specific to Durango and La Plata County.  Many businesses 
want to be on transit lines.  Therefore, we would recommend the City review its 
current transit stops and consider whether they need to have stops added or 
changed, particularly in employment areas like Bodo, the Tech Park, Rivergate, and 
Three Springs.  Future employment centers should incorporate transit as well. 
 
In the County, agriculture is struggling.  Diversification is a key to helping farmers and 
ranchers stabilize and possibly make profits.  Diversification could also help attract 
more entrepreneurs into business.  The Alliance recommends the County review 
policies to see if there is a way to ease the permitting process for farms and ranches 
to diversify their operations. 
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Some of our companies simply need better marketing or additional product offerings 
to expand their business.  SBDC and the Chambers provide a lot of training to help 
businesses, but we may want to survey businesses to identify new or additional 
courses that could be provided.  For instance, three companies we spoke to 
mentioned “succession planning” as a need, and another talked about transitioning 
to employee ownership.  A third possibility, raised in this report, is promoting internal 
employee development.   
 
A few of the food and beverage manufacturers mentioned the importance of a 
kitchen incubator.  This was an item studied several years ago.  Collaboratively, the 
Alliance, Region 9, and SBDC should meet to discuss whether the time is right to 
pursue this initiative. 
 
Finally, marketing the region is important to help attract new businesses, employees, 
and even corporate events.  The Alliance is already working on helping to attract 
employees, and will be developing material in 2013 to market the region to 
prospective businesses as well.  Additionally, several companies spoke about how 
Durango and La Plata County could be attractive for businesses to have meetings here 
Some companies are already hosting national meetings here, some would like to, and 
there could be non-local firms that come here for retreats for one to three days. 
Promoting the region for these types of business meetings could be a good cross-
project between the Alliance and DATO. 
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There are a lot of people working on technology- towns and cities, the Council of 
Governments, Eaglenet, private fiber companies, wireless companies, microwave 
companies.  It is a complicated field with lots of actors. 
 
The best first step would likely be to identify gaps in existing capacity.  This is already 
underway through the Local Technology Planning Team.  Their goal is to know by the 
Spring of 2013 where high speed internet capacity exists and where it doesn’t.  This 
could help target investment by organizations interested in technology (government, 
non-profit, and for-profit) in the future. 
 
A particular focus should be on expanding capacity in rural areas of La Plata County.  
This is primarily to ensure that residents in rural areas gain good access to quality of 
life services such as health care, and that telecommuters who want to live remotely 
and are considering multiple areas to do so, find it advantageous to move here. 
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Expanding service at the airport involves both more locations and more frequency to 
hubs.  At times, these can be conflicting.  For example, some people have expressed a 
concern that a direct flight to Houston might jeopardize one or more flights to 
Denver. 
 
We recommend a focus on adding another flight to Phoenix, so that there are at least 
four a day.  We are now at two flights a day to Dallas, so another possibility might be 
to work to add a third flight to that hub. 
 
Along with frequency, additional flight destinations should be explored.  Houston is 
an oft-mentioned regional destination, as many of the oil & gas companies both here 
and in Farmington say that they would welcome such a flight.   
 
Longer term planning could build on the data analyzed earlier and see if there are 
non-regional destinations that could boost travel to and from Durango.  Two 
companies we interviewed advocated for a West Coast flight.  One has a lot of 
business in Asia, and the other believes a direct flight to San Francisco or Los Angeles 
would make it easier to recruit high tech employees companies to La Plata County. 
 
The only recommendation for logistics is to get to know the local distribution 
providers better.  This will allow for better channels of communication if local 
businesses are facing distribution challenges, and could open the door for long-term  
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planning to increase service capacity here. 
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Perhaps the most difficult issue to address is the Cost of Living.  The challenge for La 
Plata County is to ensure that there is a sufficient pool of rental and owner occupied 
housing that is affordable for people and families who work here.  Low interest rates 
are currently helping, but it is unknown how long these rates will remain low. 
 
The Economic Development Alliance (LPEDA) has held preliminary meetings with the 
Regional Housing Alliance (RHA) to discuss this challenge.  LPEDA will use its website 
to promote housing programs offered by RHA, and will work together to explore 
longer term solutions for housing affordability as well. 
 
While this is an extremely challenging issue, it is also the second largest challenge to 
doing business in La Plata County.  It is an issue that cannot be ignored if our goal is to 
create jobs and build a better business environment here. 
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The Alliance will meet with our community partners in January to begin 
implementing the recommendations or other action items to address the barriers 
and challenges to business success in our region.  We will also continue with and 
expand the Business Outreach program in 2013.  We will start by getting new 
members to join the Business Retention  and Expansion (BRE) Committee, and 
refining the questionnaire to improve the survey instrument.  
 
The committee will be expanded in order to ensure that we meet with 50 businesses- 
many more of which will be in Ignacio and Bayfield and rural La Plata County.  We will 
also target smaller businesses.  At each monthly meeting, the teams that met with 
the businesses will present their results, allowing other committee members to ask 
questions and get more detail.  This will expand the Alliance’s institutional knowledge 
of our business community, and at the same time improve everyone’s ability to drive 
the interview questions toward thoughtful and insightful results. 
 
We will provide an update as the year progresses that includes both our new results, 
and a status on where the recommendations stand from the previous year. 
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